The heat is on  by Williams, Nigel
What is your greatest ambition?
The ambition of Napoleon was to
rule the world, as much of it as
possible anyway. The ambition of a
homeless panhandler in Pasadena
is to collect enough money from
the passersby to live another day.
My ambition is somewhere in
between. No interest in ruling the
world, a significant interest in
making it through the day, and the
ambition to be a better scientist
than colleagues I admire most. To
be useful, an ambition should be
far-reaching enough to be
unrealistic, but not entirely so. I
hope my ambition is of that variety.
What do you think are the big
questions to be answered next
in your field? The area of ubiquitin
and regulated protein degradation,
from its inconspicuous beginnings
in the 1980s, has become an
incredible monster of a field. The
research on ubiquitin is going from
strength to strength in hundreds of
laboratories throughout the world.
Within a decade, we shall probably
see a bunch of really useful drugs
that target specific components of
the ubiquitin system, as well as
drugs that will direct the system to
destroy (and thereby to inhibit
functionally) any specific protein.
The marriage of ubiquitin and
medicine will be a long and happy
one. Almost the only aspect of
ubiquitin that is not being studied
at the level of intensity it deserves
is ubiquitin evolution. The ubiquitin
fold is present in eukaryotic and
prokaryotic proteins, but
prokaryotes (both eubacteria and
archaea) lack the actual ubiquitin
and ubiquitin-specific enzymes,
whereas all eukaryotes have the
ubiquitin system. This striking
dichotomy calls for an explanation.
I am trying to complete a paper
describing a few ideas about
ubiquitin evolution that I had for a
long time but didn’t manage to
write up. Perhaps not accidentally,
because the ideas about early
evolution of the ubiquitin system
have the flavor of ideas about
pre-cellular life: they might be
unfalsifiable, and therefore not
really useful. We shall see.
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The heat is on
Over the past two decades
spring temperatures in temperate
regions of the Northern
Hemisphere have increased. This
effect, due to global warming,
has advanced the start of spring
growth and breeding of many
plants and animals including the
reproductive season of many
birds. But there has been little
information about what effect
climate changes may have had
on other aspects of the annual
cycle of migratory birds such as
the autumn migration.
But new work reported by
Lukas Jenni and Marc Kery of
the Swiss Ornithological Institute
in the Royal Society Proceedings
B (published online) has
examined the autumn migration
details of almost 350,000 birds
over 40 years that fly through a
narrow pass in the Swiss Alps on
their journey south each year.
The birds, from 64 species,
were caught in mist nets set up
both during the day and night in
the Col de Bretolet. After
recording their details, the birds
were released to continue their
journey. As the pass is at an
altitude of 1920 metres, the
researchers found that all birds
were on the move and the
results were therefore not
complicated by local residents
being caught in the nets.
The annual results for the
date of capture were each
clustered into three groups
spanning 10–12 years from 1958
to 1999. The researchers found
that there was no single pattern
of change in the dates of
passage for particular species.
But what they did find was that
amongst the migrants travelling
the greatest distance — to sub-
Saharan Africa — many species
were leaving earlier, in contrast
to many species that were just
travelling to the Mediterranean
area, which were leaving later.
The researchers believe these
results could be explained by
the long-distance migrants’
need to cross the Sahel region
ahead of its increasingly early
dry season in contrast to the
delayed departure for short-
distance migrants who are
finding their northern
environment congenial for
longer than in the past. These
results were also supported by
evidence that migrant species
with a variable brood number
were also migrating later than
those which have just a single
brood, supporting the view that
the potential breeding season in
their northern habitat had
lengthened, providing more
opportunity for them to exploit
their summer home.
Early bird: Pied flycatchers are just one of the long-distance migrants leaving their
European breeding grounds earlier. (Photo: Oxford Scientific Films.)
